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Outline of the Paper
 Part 1: Polanyi and Braudel on “market”
and “capitalism”
 Part 2: Hong Kong in the late 20th Century
 Part 3: The dissemination of the fictitious 
SRM in the contemporary Hong 
Kong context (The Economic 
Freedom Index)
 Concluding Remarks
Braudel’s 3-layer Categorization  
Capitalism
Market 
Material Life
Cultural Economy
 Economy and Culture are mutually 
constituted and constituting processes
 Circuit of Culture (Paul du Gay et al.) 
 Production
 Consumption
 Regulation
 Representation
 Identity
“Empty Signifier” and 
“Populism”
 Empty signifier – a name that is adopted to bring 
together the impossible unity of heterogeneous social 
demands.
 Laclau (2005) argues that populism should not be 
defined by its historical forms and functions but 
should be understood as a political logic. This logic 
consists of three interconnected steps:
 (1) the creation of opposite political forces that clearly 
divide ‘people’ from the ‘power’;
 (2) the integration of the differentiated social demands of 
diverse groups into a common demand, usually represented 
by an empty signifier; and
 (3) the consolidation of this popular demand through 
establishing a stable system of signification. 
Index of Economic Freedom World 
Rankings
2007 Index of Economic 
Freedom
Trade Freedom
 “[w]hen the weighted average applied tariff rate is not 
available, the authors use the country’s average applied 
tariff rate; and when the country’s average applied 
tariff rate is not available, the authors use the weighted 
average or the simple average of most favored nation 
(MFN) tariff rates. The data for customs revenues and 
total imports may not be consolidated in just one 
source. In addition, in the very few cases in which data 
on duties and customs revenues are not available, the 
authors use data on international trade taxes instead. 
In all cases, the authors clarify the type of data used 
and the different sources for those data in the 
corresponding write-up for the trade policy factor. 
Sometimes, when none of this information is available, 
the authors simply analyze the overall tariff structure 
and estimate an effective tariff rate” (2008: 44).
(The methodology chapter of the Heritage Foundation Economic Freedom Index Report
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Hong Kong’s Inequality  
The ratio of the income between the top 
10% income families and the lowest 10% 
was 38 times in 1996, and this further 
increased to 51.75 times in 2006.
0.5330.5250.5180.4760.4530.451Gini
Coefficient
200620011996199119861981Year
Sources: Census and Statistics Department 1992, 2002, 2007.
Consequences
 Democratization fails to materialized
 Hope and social demands are 
increasingly denied
 The rise of populism
The Liberal Hegemonic Project
 What Polanyi perceived as the “confusion of 
[economic] thought” (p.130, 141) and the 
elasticity of economic liberalism are not 
shortcomings of the classical (and neo-classical in 
the contemporary context) economic discourse but 
rather reflect the very nature of the empty 
signifiers whose semantic function is not to convey 
any positive content but to name “a fullness which 
is constitutively absent” (Laclau 2005). 
 The idea of SRM/free market is able to flourish and 
be maintained only through utilizing the 
“extraordinary intellectual resilience” of market 
liberalism, or the “vagueness” and “imprecision” of 
the liberal (and neo-liberal) languages.
Concluding Remarks
 The-rise-of-the-SRM-thesis and the “free 
market = capitalism” formula are basically 
fictitious
 The dissemination of economic liberalism (and 
neo-liberalism in contemporary contexts) has 
heavily relied on populist culture and politics
 “The passing of market-economy [or capitalism 
in Braudel’s sense] can become the beginning 
of an era of unprecedented freedom” (Polanyi
1956: 256) 
-Thank you very much-
